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The adolescent’s perceptions and reasons for enjoyment at physical education
classes in four elementary Brazilian schools
Abstract
Background: This study aimed to describe adolescents’ positive and negative perceptions and reasons for
enjoyment in physical education (PE) in four schools, and to identify adolescents’ opinions about possible
improvements in PE classes. Material and Methods: This is a descriptive cross-sectional study, with a
qualitative approach. The sample was composed of 240 girls and 230 boys, aged between 11 and 17
years according to exhaustion criteria, which is a requirement for the analyses of content. Perceptions
and reasons for enjoyment in PE were evaluated according to three open questions. Analysis of content
was applied. Results: There were different positive perceptions between schools related to sports
enjoyment. Negative perceptions were mainly related to the teacher–student relationship, not having PE,
and teachers’ work methodologies. Suggestions were focused on diversifying specific physical activities,
exercises, and sports. Conclusions: Adolescents enjoy PE due to fun, learning, liking physical activity
practice, exercise, and sports. Negative perceptions were related to the difficulty with the teacher and not
having PE classes. Adolescents suggest that they would like to have a wide variety of types of physical
activity, physical exercise, and sport modalities.
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abstract
Background:

This study aimed to describe adolescents’ positive and negative perceptions and reasons for enjoyment in

Material and methods:

This is a descriptive cross-sectional study, with a qualitative approach. The sample was composed of
240 girls and 230 boys, aged between 11 and 17 years according to exhaustion criteria, which is a
requirement for the analyses of content. Perceptions and reasons for enjoyment in PE were evaluated
according to three open questions. Analysis of content was applied.  

Results:

There were different positive perceptions between schools related to sports enjoyment. Negative

Conclusions:

Adolescents enjoy PE due to fun, learning, liking physical activity practice, exercise, and sports. Negative
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physical education (PE) in four schools, and to identify adolescents’ opinions about possible improvements
in PE classes.

perceptions were mainly related to the teacher–student relationship, not having PE, and teachers’ work
methodologies. Suggestions were focused on diversifying specific physical activities, exercises, and
sports.

perceptions were related to the difficulty with the teacher and not having PE classes. Adolescents suggest
that they would like to have a wide variety of types of physical activity, physical exercise, and sport
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introduction 

Physical Education (PE) at school is one of the most important settings to develop interventions
to increase physical activity (PA), and positive health indicators in adolescents [1–3]. PE is the
only opportunity for some students to learn and practice sports, gymnastic, games, dance,
exercise and healthy lifestyle habits [4–6]. Some studies approach the PE model planned
for health promotion and for increasing moderate and vigorous physical activity (MVPA).
This PE model improves motor performance, fitness levels, well-being, health indicators,
and quality of life [3, 7–13].
However, individual adolescent preferences can exert an impact on reasons for enjoyment
and perceptions about PA and PE [14–20]. These subjective variables can be barriers or
facilitating factors to effective participation in PE classes at school. For example, adolescents
with high body mass index (BMI) present barriers to major enjoyment in PE classes [14].
Also, for these adolescents, the traditional and rigorous PE classes lead to lower positive
perceptions than for adolescents with normal BMI [14]. Another important aspect is that
group PA or sports classes at school can be difficult to enjoy by these adolescents [14].
Boys with adequate standards of BMI presented fewer barriers in PA and PE than girls and
adolescents with overweight or low self-esteem [17–20]. The same situation can happen
due to self-esteem changes in adolescence transition, for girls mainly [15–17].
Studies regarding this topic mainly focus on explaining the reasons why adolescents present
negative perceptions or low enjoyment during PE classes [15–20]. This evidence presents
how higher levels of motor competencies and motivational behaviors are associated with
positive perceptions and high enjoyment in PE, and how they positively affect the MVPA
[18, 21, 22].
Despite that, there are few studies in Brazil aimed to understand how adolescents perceive
PE according to a real and practical opinion. The adolescents’ view about their classes is
highly important to develop and diagnose pedagogical strategies to lead them to enjoy PA
and PE [23–26]. Brazilian studies suggest that most differences in PE perceptions have a
limited view [27–32]. It is often reported due to divergence of gender behaviors or group
factors. Studies pointed that boys prefer sports competitions, while girls intrinsically like
PA, aesthetic and individual exercise, as gymnastic and dance [27–32]. Additionally, the
researchers present a description of general PE preferences, activities that adolescents like
the most, and comparisons by gender [17–20, 33]. The applied methods are questionnaires
that express an arbitrary index or numeric classifications [17–20, 33–35].
However, we understand that personal preferences for enjoyment in PE could be observed
independently of these previous subgroup classifications. It is not mentioned in the research,
because these aspects cannot be measured by questionnaires with closed or numeric
questions. For example, when students participate in formal school evaluations, they do not
usually speak directly to teachers about personal preferences or PE enjoyment boundaries.
The present study is justified, considering the need of knowing how adolescents perceive
PE classes and how they explain by means of simple open questions, once the adolescents'
language comprehension is facilitated. It is necessary to understand adolescents’
preferences, perceptions and reasons for enjoyment to achieve success of PE at school.
Also, this research topic is little explored in the Brazilian education context. Thus, with a
perspective to contribute to interventions planning in PE classes the aims of this study were:
to describe the adolescents’ positive and negative perceptions and reasons for enjoyment in
physical education (PE) in four schools, and to identify adolescents’ opinions about possible
improvements in PE classes.
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material and methods
design and population

This is a descriptive cross-sectional study, with a qualitative approach [36], which considered
a population of 1,570 adolescents from seven public state elementary schools of Charqueadas,
a city located in southern Brazil. All the Helsinki Declarations’ ethical aspects were applied
[37]. The evaluation methods and procedures were approved by the ethics committee
of Universidade Federal do Rio Grande do Sul (number: 3.634.294). School's director,
responsible teachers, adolescents, and parents signed consent terms. The identity of all
participants was kept confidential.
general procedures

The study was carried out at the end of 2017 (October, November and December). Each
school was evaluated during one week, approximately. All evaluations were conducted
according to school hours and internal organization to minimize the researchers’ interference
in the adolescents’ classes routine. Two researchers (one male and one female) applied
the questionnaire in the respective adolescents’ gender. These researchers had 5 years
of experience in School Physical Education and scientific evaluations. The classes were
composed of 15 to 30 adolescents, and the questionnaires were applied within 45–60 minutes.
The students were requested to be as sincere as possible. The structured open questions
were developed specifically for the present study context.
schools criteria participation and sample selection

Schools were included according to conglomerates due to different educational indexes
ranged from 2.1 – 5.1 points (EIND) [38]. The EIND is an educational global level of Brazilian
schools. It evaluates the students’ learning and notes in the main disciplines (Portuguese
language and mathematic) considering the number of approving and reproving students
per school and grades [38]. An ideal level is considered as six points. It discloses the
educational difficulties from the included schools [38]. In addition, to preserve the sample
representativeness, the selected schools are located in four distinct city regions, and they
are attended by children and adolescents from all urban city locations (Figure 1).

Fig. 1. Charqueadas Map and school neighborhood locations

The present adolescents sample was selected in classes of sixth to ninth grade. Thus, 240
girls and 230 boys, aged between 11 and 17 years participated of the present study. This
sample size was obtained according to exhaustion criteria, which is a requirement of analyses
of content [39, 40].
www.balticsportscience.com
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perceptions and reasons for enjoyment

Perceptions and reasons for enjoyment in PE classes were evaluated considering the age
and the maturity of learning according to the adolescents’ school grade. Considering this,
three short open questions were applied. The original questions were written in Brazilian
colloquial Portuguese. The participants answered on a paper sheet, as follows:
1. How do you perceive your Physical Education classes?
2. What do you like most about your Physical Education classes?
3. Give some suggestions for improvement in your Physical Education classes.
information analyses

The analysis of questionnaires and the obtained information was conducted in three stages
[39, 40].
a) Pre-analysis:
1. Representativeness: the sample was pre-established considering a school population and
four different schools city regions by conglomerates, the number of recruited adolescents
in each school were: school A (n=135); school B (n=145), school C (n=139) and school
D (n=51), totalizing approximately 40% of all 1200 students from these four schools
enrolled in elementary grades (1st to 9th grade).
2. Exhaustion criteria: All participants’ responses (470) were individually analyzed until we
realizes if answers were repeated and could be organized in categories by each school.
3. Homogeneity: Participants answered the same questionnaire, and we opted for analyzing
the results based on each of the students; afterwards we described the four schools’
contexts to ensure homogeneity criteria;
4. Pertinence: the questions were carefully designed to match age, specific sample
comprehension, and objectives of the study. Participants were guided during all
questionnaires application time;
5. Exclusivity: to ensure the exclusivity of each adolescent opinion, we pre-established
categories of perception about PE classes according to the material exploration stage,
as follows.
b) Material exploration
In the first stage, we perceive divergent adolescents’ opinions according to four school
contexts. Thus, the results of this research were developed from this point of view, and
two categories were established: the positive perception and the negative perception. The
participant was included in one of these categories according to the exhaustion search,
which showed many repetitive responses to questions 1, 2, and 3 from all questionnaires.
After this procedure, we detect that some adolescents described the content of classes they
most liked, according to the following categorization: Futsal or Soccer, Physical Activity,
and Physical Exercise, Handball, and Volleyball, don’t like or perceived negatively physical
education. The question about PE improvements was summarized according to exhaustion
criteria, kinds of individual reports and each of the four schools contexts. At this stage, we
transcribed all questionnaires to the Excel software.
c) Results development: description of categories
According to the above-described procedures, we choose to present a synthesis of results
by individual school profiles. Answers about adolescents’ perceptions were summarized in
categories and not by individual cases. The presentation form was selected due to providing
a general profile about the four PE class contexts according to the aims of this research
and according to the repeated results by each participant. Results are presented in a table,
representing the four schools profiles separately.
www.balticsportscience.com
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1– Perception

2– Do you like most

Adolescents would like
PE classes to happen
again. They did not have
an opinion or desired
to leave the classes as
they were. Someone
would like to have
classes with different
exercises and sports.
Examples: running,
basketball, handball

Adolescents did not
have physical education
classes because the
teacher was sick; They
did not attend class
because they preferred
to stay sitted.
Most adolescents
reported that they did
not have suggestions.
Someone suggested
increasing the types of
exercises, sports and
physical activities.
Several students
suggested that would
like to have abdominal
exercises, running
classes, and gymnastics.

Adolescents reported
feeling tired, did not
like free lessons, did not
participate in class. They
did not like that the
teacher was sitting just
watching the classes.

Adolescents reported
to maintain classes in
the way as they were.
Others responded to
diversify activities and
content with more
types of sport to meet
individual needs, to
have more intensity
of exercise. Someone
would like the teacher to
speak and talk in a lower
voice during the class.

In order: handball,
futsal-soccer and
exercise, physical
activity. Some
adolescents did not
answer the question.

They reported that some
classes were boring or
that they did not have
classes or did not attend
classes. They did not like
classes on the opposite
school shift. They had
personal problems with
the teacher.

In order: futsal and
soccer, volleyball,
physical activity
and exercise. Some
adolescents did not like
physical education or
they did not respond to
the question.

Positive perceptions and
reasons for enjoyment in
physical education:

Handball, futsal–soccer
and volleyball. Some
adolescents reported
that they did do not like
physical education or
they did not answer the
question.

Negative perceptions:

Futsal and soccer,
volleyball, physical
activity and exercise.
Some adolescents
did not like physical
education.

Positive perceptions and
reasons for enjoyment in
physical education:
Participants reported
that they liked the
classes because they
were cool. Physical
education was to feel
good, to have new
and varied activities.
Someone realized that
they were learning in
funny classes. They liked
the teacher.

Negative perceptions:

Adolescents reported
greater perception
of learning content
(sports and exercise),
enjoying sports, activity
and exercise, thinking
that classes are good
and doing the sports
modalities that they
liked.

Positive perceptions and
reasons for enjoyment in
physical education:

School Profile D

Some adolescents
reported they were
not present in class
or they did not want
to participate in the
classes. Some reported
that the teacher spoke
too loudly.

Negative perceptions:

Number of participants: 51

Adolescents thought
that PE class was fun
because they practiced
sports and trained. They
reported that classes
were a good means to
enjoy games/sports.

Negative perceptions:

School Profile C
Number of participants: 139

Adolescents reported to
have fun in the class,
to learn, and to like the
teacher. Adolescents
thought that classes
were good

Positive perceptions and
reasons for enjoyment in
physical education:

School Profile B
Number of participants: 145

School Profile A

Number of participants: 135

Table 1. School profiles according to perceptions and reasons for enjoyment in physical education classes
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results

Table 1 presents the qualitative summary of perceptions and reasons for enjoyment at PE
classes and suggestions about improvements. Adolescents’ perception can be considered
positive, and the reasons for enjoyment at PE were mainly: fun, sports, physical activity
practice, and exercises.

3– Suggestion
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The reported negative aspects were when adolescents did not have PE classes because the
teachers were out of school due to sickness, reasons associated to personal relationship
with the teacher and the teacher talking loudly during classes. Some adolescents reported
that they did not participate in PE classes due to a negative perception about themselves
and students’ groups. The question about what adolescents liked most in PE classes was
answered predominantly with sports, such as volleyball, handball, futsal and soccer, and
general PA – exercise. The suggestions for improvements were synthesized in increasing the
variety of sports and PA types, such as dance, running, athletics classes, basketball, specifics
sports training methods, gymnastics, better teaching practice and advance in teacher speak.
According to school profiles A and C, students reported that they would like PE classes to
happen again, indicating that they did not have PE classes at the moment of this research.

discussion

This study aimed to describe the adolescents’ positive and negative perceptions and reasons
for enjoyment in physical education (PE) in four schools, and to identify adolescents’ opinions
about possible improvements in PE classes. The main findings showed that adolescents
had different positive perceptions about PE, mainly regarding the fun in sports practice.
The school profile A presents the lowest conceptual positive perception. The adolescents’
negative perceptions were the teacher–student relationship, not having PE, and problems
related to the work methods used by teachers. Also, the adolescents’ suggestions were to
diversify specific activities and exercises/sports.
The fun, innovative and diverse methods were the main positive perceptions and reasons for
enjoyment in PE class. The enjoyment from sports was one of the most specific adolescents’
preferences. PA and exercises, as well as the positive feelings, and well-being were reported
as the reasons for enjoyment. Besides, the self-perception of learning in the class was
reported as a positive aspect. In agreement with our findings, studies developed in Brazil
pointed out that students had a general positive perception about PE classes. The content
of the greatest interest in these studies were the sports [33, 41]. Also, when the adolescents
learn from a challenge, they consider it as a positive aspect. In these cases, the teacher’s
feedback was an important tool that allowed an opportunity to solve problems and to have
better experiences, developing a positive flow of feelings during PE classes [42].
The relationship with the teachers and the methodologies adopted by them seemed to be
decisive in the adolescents' PE negative perceptions. Attitudes reported by adolescents, such
as inadequate verbal methods were associated with negative feelings in classes, since they
could impair the student's perception of support concerning their teacher [43]. Otherwise,
behaviors such as positive feedback and praise for good performance in a given activity
were associated with adolescents’ positive feelings and improving the PE enjoyment [44].
As regards class methods, the study showed that positive PE climate in tasks was able to
predict better attitudes towards PE and the teacher [45].
Regarding the positive perceptions mentioned by the students, in order to understand the
needs and individual preferences, it is important to think about the teacher practice and
rethink the methodologies. The students’ opinions presented in this study reinforce this
hypothesis. Also, it is important to consider the specific sports suggested and PA practices
adequate to the individual profile. In addition, the teacher–student relationship once again
is a key point to PE enjoyment success.
These issues were described in the literature [17], suggesting the importance of gender
specific classes, too. The girls positively perceive PE classes when they have a possible
choice, variety, and novelty purposing positive feelings. This reflects in teacher–student
www.balticsportscience.com
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relationships, as mentioned in the present results. Boys mainly seems to like the competition
of sports [15–22]. However, it is not a closed rule. The teacher's position in PE cannot be only
as an agent of the teaching–learning process. The teacher is also a reference, an important
social agent for adolescents’ life transitions. The students of distinct genders perceive their
relationship with the teacher as more important than their relationship with colleagues
regarding constructive experiences in PE classes [46].
Our study showed a perspective to understand the student views about PE classes to improve
it. Also, our findings can assist teachers to plan and execute better classes according to
adolescents’ enjoyment and increasing participation.
The limitations of the present study lie in the lack of interviews with students and teachers
for a better comprehension of the relationship between them. It is a perspective for future
research. Also, studies with complex approaches are needed to consider psychosocial
variables, such as personality traits, students’ origin, body weight, satisfaction with personal
appearance, and peer group relationships. From this, we understand that an improved
relationship between teachers and students is an essential aspect of PE enjoyment for both
parties. These human relations are much more profound than our study achieved; it delimits
the present design as a descriptive study.
Additionally, the students who perceived PE classes positively seem to be those who had the
best relationship with their teachers. Also, they apparently had PE classes with diversified
activities and sports, in addition to innovations. Thus, we reinforce that the teacher is
responsible for most of the student's positive or negative perceptions, as well as for planning
strategies and methodologies that provide enjoyment in PE classes.

conclusions

This study showed that positive perceptions and reasons for enjoyment in PE were to have
fun, learn, like PA practice, exercise, and practice sports. Negative perceptions about PE
in each school were related to the difficulty in the relationship with the teacher and to not
having PE classes. The adolescents’ main opinions about possible improvements in PE classes
were having more diversity in PE classes and increasing the variety of types of movements,
physical exercise, and sport modalities, as well as a possibility of more dynamic classes.
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